Stroke Is a Brain Attack When a person experiences severe chest pain and a heart attack is suspected, most people know to call 911. However, far fewer people know that a stroke demands equal urgency. A stroke is equivalent to a heart attack of the brain and should be thought of as a brain attack.
How many people know the warning signs of stroke or the risk factors of stroke? In this issue of Neurology, Reeves et al. (Reeves MJ, Hogan JG, Rafferty AP. Knowledge of stroke risk factors and warning signs among Michigan adults. Neurology 2002;59:1547-1552 ) studied the knowledge of stroke risk factors and warning signs of stroke in a representative statewide sample of Michigan adults. The authors conducted a statewide survey of more than 2,500 adults. People were asked to report the three most important risk factors and the three most important warning signs for stroke. Eighty percent of the responders to the survey could list at least one correct risk factor of stroke, but less than 30% could identify three correct risk factors. High blood pressure and smoking were the two most frequently reported risk factors. Twenty percent of responders could not list any correct risk factors of stroke. Few responders knew that diabetes and cardiovascular (heart) disease are risk factors for stroke. Unfortunately, people at the highest risk for stroke tended to be those with the least awareness of stroke risk factors.
Stroke Risk Factors and Warning Signs
About 70% of the responders were able to list at least one correct stroke warning sign, but only 14% could name three. Over 30% of responders could not list any warning signs of stroke. Again, these tended to be people at the greatest risk for stroke.
Stroke Must Be Treated in the First 3 Hours
In this study, people were asked what they would do first if someone were having a stroke. Almost 80% reported that they would call 911. Almost 90% knew that stroke victims need immediate medical treatment. However, family members, paid caregivers, and coworkers are much more likely to call 911 than the stroke victim themselves. Patients who call 911 and use ambulance transport arrive at the emergency department significantly earlier than those who do not. Certain medications to treat stroke must be used within the first 3 hours, so early arrival to the emergency department is critical.
This study showed that the general level of awareness regarding stroke risk factors and warning signs of stroke among Michigan adults was not very high. Knowledge of risk factors and warning signs of stroke was poorest in the elderly (75 years and older), men, blacks, persons with less education, smokers, those with high blood pressure, and those with poorer self-rated health. All of these groups are at higher risk of stroke. Other studies have found that people at high risk for stroke who are aware of the risks are more likely to follow measures to prevent stroke.
Stroke Is an Emergency Knowing the risk factors for stroke may help to prevent a stroke and knowing the warning signs of stroke may save a life. Stroke is an emergency: call 911. 
WHAT IS STROKE?

